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What if looking into the future is the thing that stops it from arriving?

Act I: The Arrival

The fourth floor of the Keep-Energy spire was half empty. Julian Keep walked past
abandoned workstations. 300 engineers gone in a quarter, poached by a hiring blitz
he couldn’t match. The ones who remained were costing him twice what they had the
year before. Keep-Energy made the Flux-Gate, a sphere of superconducting glass that
provided lossless power to the entire Eastern seaboard. Julian’s monopoly and tombstone.

Soren Gale didn’t pass through security. He simply appeared, holding a slate of black
glass. “I’m from the Delphi Group and we have calculated the probability distribution of
your obsolescence.” He tapped the glass. A red dot on a timeline flashing: 18 months.
“A startup in Singapore is 13 weeks from a working prototype of Zero-Point extraction,
making your Flux-Gate obsolete. Their hiring blitz is what’s emptying your floor. If they
launch, everything Keep-Energy has built becomes a paperweight.”

Julian ran the numbers. Keep-Energy was $4 billion into developing the Mark II, the next
generation of the Flux-Gate. If Zero-Point landed in 18 months, the Mark II would be
dead on arrival. Expected present value, discounted by near-certain creative destruction
and bleeding labor costs: $0. The hiring war with Singapore would bid talent to a price
that would eat his monopoly whole, not to mention the looming threat of complete
obsolescence. By noon, Julian froze the Mark II development and let his remaining
engineers go. He didn’t consider that across the Pacific, the Singapore startup’s investors
were receiving a visitor of their own.

Act II: The Silence

20 months passed. The world stayed quiet. The Singapore startup never debuted. The
entire energy sector had gone still, not slow, but still. Julian searched patent filings,
grant databases, conference proceedings. Dozens of R&D threads, well-funded 18 months
ago, had simply stopped. No pivots. No acquisitions. Just termination notices. On an
encrypted forum he found a dataset: 41 innovative technologies across eleven sectors,
each going from active and funded to dead within three years. Not failed. Dead. At the
bottom, he saw the comment: I built one of these. Let’s talk.

Act III: The Space Entrepreneur
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The reply to his message was just a time and an address in Houston. The address
belonged to a cramped studio apartment sitting above a rundown laundromat, smelling
of burnt coffee and ozone. Inside, blueprints covered every wall. The Chronos Propulsion
Drive: Mars in under four days. Lyra couldn’t bear to take them down. “Six weeks
from a burn test,” she said to the wall, not to Julian. “All my investors called the same
morning. Delphi’s Cassandra had flagged a competitor 18 months out. The money dried
up in 71 hours.”

She finally turned to Julian. “There was no competitor. But my investors weren’t stupid,
they did the math. Expected value of funding me, discounted by the certainty of that
creative destruction: negative. They were right to pull out. It wasn’t a lie, exactly. More
a probability aimed at me like a gun.”

She looked back at the blueprints. “It’s not just 41 dead projects. Every propulsion
engineer on the planet would have built on my drive. New fuels, orbits, and vehicles,
all based on Chronos and none of them would have owed me a penny. That’s how it’s
supposed to work. But the loss isn’t just mine. Entire branches of future innovations
won’t exist. No one even looks for it because no one knows it’s even gone.”

Act IV: The Serverless Room

When Julian walked into the Delphi Group lobby, he expected supercomputers. There
was nothing, just Soren Gale at a plain desk and bare walls.

“Where is the Singapore startup?”

“12 weeks from a prototype when we flagged them. Keep-Energy’s incumbent profile in
our system triggered an automated response. A Cassandra 41 alert went out to their
venture backers showing Keep-Energy 18 months from launching the Mark II, a system
that would permanently dominate the market. Their investors ran the numbers. Negative
expected value. They pulled all funding the next morning.”

“The Mark II didn’t exist. I froze it. You told me to.”

“The projection was accurate when we filed it. Your decision made it temporarily
inaccurate. By the time our alert reached Singapore, their dissolution had shifted the
competitive landscape back in Keep-Energy’s favor.”

Gale set down his glass. “We didn’t tell you to do anything, Mr. Keep. We issue forecasts
that create the conditions under which the forecasts are correct. Cassandra 41 doesn’t
predict the future. She selects among the futures that rational actors are willing to
inhabit.”
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Julian stared at the bare walls. He had spent his entire career building moats, stifling
upstarts, and dodging antitrust committees. Now, he was the one who had been managed
by a math model. For the first time in his life, he needed the government to break a
monopoly of information. Julian pulled out his glass and tapped it once. The surface lit
up, recording. “I’ll go to the regulators.”

Gale let out a chuckle, like Julian had said something genuinely nostalgic. “Sit down, Mr.
Keep.”

Act V: The Reality

“The Flux-Gate is a genuine achievement,” Gale said. “The monopoly rents funded its
development. Without the certainty of a long enough window to dominate, your engineers
would never have built it. That is not a defense of Cassandra. It is a description of how
innovation works.”

“You killed 41 technologies.”

“I protected 41 monopolies. Each of which was, once, a technology an entrepreneur risked
everything to build.” He let that sit. “The social value of the Chronos Drive almost
certainly exceeded what Lyra’s investors could have captured. That means too little
innovation. And innovators never account for the permanent foundation they lay — every
breakthrough raises the floor for all who follow, but the creator is compensated only until
the next one arrives. That also means too little. Meanwhile your monopoly underemploys
skilled labor. Every engineer in your intermediate division is one not doing research, and
the social cost of that misallocation is higher than the line item on your balance sheet.”
He folded his hands. “On the other side, your rents fund the next generation. So the
net direction is ambiguous. I don’t resolve the ambiguity, Mr. Keep. I charge a fee to
operate inside it.”

Julian stood.

“You will restart the Mark II when you leave.” Gale said it like he was reading Julian’s
schedule. “Everyone does. But pay attention to what you actually build. Not a leap.
An increment. You’ll tell yourself it’s strategic discipline but it’s fear. Transformative
ambition requires a monopoly window long enough to justify the bet, and Cassandra
makes every window feel one season too short. Business-stealing doesn’t just kill the
competition. It makes the survivors boring.”

He picked up the slate and turned it in his hand. “You want to know why this works so
well right now? Interest rates are high. When investors discount the future steeply, the
present value of any monopoly window shrinks. A smaller prize is easier to destabilize
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with a forecast. If rates were low and the talent pool were deep, the rents would be fat
enough to survive the doubt. Cassandra would be noise.” He almost looked grateful.
“But the conditions are perfect. High research attracts the forecast. The forecast kills
the research. Dead research removes the threat. No threat lets research recover. Then
we begin again. Not a conspiracy, Mr. Keep. A cycle. Equilibria can’t be dismantled.
They can only be inhabited. Besides — you were only acting in your own self-interest.”

Julian walked toward the door.

“One more thing.” Gale’s voice was unhurried. “You were never meant to build Zero-Point
yourself. Incumbents don’t cannibalize their own monopoly. The revolution was always
going to come from someone with nothing to protect.” He paused. “You were never the
threat, Julian. You were the rent.”

Epilogue

The Mark II is back in development, but even Julian’s engineers will tell you that it’s far
from a leap. Lyra Bel-Ami is still above the laundromat, looking for funding, and refuses
to take the blueprints down. Somewhere someone is building the next thing. And their
investors have just received some compelling data about the competitive landscape.
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